




The Qur’ānic Paradigm: 


















خَلَقَ الْإِنسَانَ مِن نُّطْفَةٍ فَإِذَا هُوَ خَصِيمٌ مُّبِينٌ





In the Qur’ān, God fights to save man from himself: only humanly speaking and using analogy to describe God’s plan of creation.​[1]​ 
In manifold ways, the Qur’ān describes a cosmic contest between God and Iblīs for the soul of man.​[2]​ To speak of a ‘contest’ is not to say that there exists symmetry between the two protagonists in this contest: for it is God who is staging this contest. It is God who created Iblīs – His ‘antagonist’ so to speak – and man, the object and the prize of this contest. It is God who created the heavens and earth, the Garden and Fire, angels and jinn, and much else besides, that serve as the stage and the dramatis personae in the contest over the soul of man. Possessing strong appetites that can keep him anchored to his earthly frame, but also endowed with faculties that are capable of directing his gaze towards his Creator, man is free to enter this contest on one side or the other: he can choose God or he can choose Iblīs. At the dawn of creation, God gives leave to Iblīs to lead men and women astray even as He works to bring them to the straight path.​[3]​ 
God placed man on earth to be His khalifa - vicegerent.​[4]​ Although formed out of dark mud, God made man with His own hands, breathed his spirit into him, and taught him all the names. In other words, man contains within himself two poles: one heavenly, the other earthly, corresponding to the spirit and the dark mud. His earthly nature was kept in abeyance while he dwelt in the garden: but only in part since it is in the garden that the first man and woman turn against God’s command. The disobedience of Adam and Eve, leading to their exile from the garden, expose them to the full force of their earthly nature, its strong gravitational pull. Thus was man created in the best of moulds but brought down to the lowest of the low. 
Adam and Eve turn to God and are forgiven, but they do not regain their direct, integral knowledge of all the names. In the Qur’ān, man is brought low by his disobedience, but his exile from the garden is not an ineradicable condition. It only sets the stage for his regeneration, which will not require a miracle or deus ex machina. Instead, man must strive to reclaim his lost heritage; he must struggle against the gravitational pull of his earthly nature, resist the enticements of Iblīs, in his individual and collective life, for the one is woven into the other. However, man is not left alone on his journey of recovery: he needs, can ask for, and receives help from his Creator. God guides man through his prophets and saints, but not only through them; He also speaks to man from behind the veil, through dreams, inspiration and visions. Thus guided, man can reconnect to his fitra, his natural disposition that leads him towards God.​[5]​
Man’s success in reconnecting to his fitra proceeds in steps. It depends on how he uses his powers of observation and reasoning to discover the signs of God in the heavens and earth, the scriptures, and within himself; his ability to use these discoveries to order his personal and collective life to attain nearness to God; his constant striving to recall the knowledge he once possessed of all the names; but, above all else, it depends on God’s mercy at each step of this journey.​[6]​ The Qur’ān, supplemented by the authentic traditions of the blessed Prophet, is man’s compass on his journey back to his origin: it charts the pathways that can bring him into the presence of God. 
Man is endowed – says Frithjof Schuon – with “an intelligence capable of conceiving of the Absolute and with a will capable of choosing what leads to the Absolute.”​[7]​ Guided by the Qur’ān, men and women can use these endowments to chart a course that will return them to divine felicity in afterlife; a few will attain glimpses of that felicity here during their earthly sojourn. Most humans, however, will stray from the straight path that leads to God.​[8]​ Malign forces are at work inside man – for man is created weak and his very soul incites him to evil – to confine and imprison him in his earthly frame. Constantly, man confronts the temptation to turn himself into a ‘parody of God,’​[9]​ chasing a soul-destroying proliferation of desires that will drag him down to the lowest of the low, turning his life on earth into a veritable imitation of the Hell that awaits him on the Last Day. In short, the history of man is a record of the contest between the two poles of his nature – one created in the best of moulds, another dragging him down to the lowest of the low. At many different levels, the Qur’ān presents this history as man struggles between these dual tendencies in his soul.
In the Qur’ān, the contest for man’s salvation is waged at many levels. Man confronts many polarities: between faith and unbelief, between a world of signs and a world of objects, between the Hereafter and this world, between remembrance and forgetfulness, between a reason that seeks God in His signs and a reason that rebels against Him, between justice and tyranny, between truth and tribalism, between certainty and doubt, between beauty and squalor, between the realm of the spirit and the ‘reign of quantity,’ between mercy and malice, between sanctity and glamour, between concentration and distraction, etc.​[10]​ These polarities are interconnected. A movement toward the higher end of one polarity creates a similar movement along the axis of other polarities.
The outcome of this struggle – unfolding inside each man, between men and women in each society, and between societies, with the battle lines shifting back and forth as men and women, individually and collectively, draw closer to God or turn away from Him – is indeterminate. In the Qur’ān, at least as these matters appear to us, humans are the arbiters of their fate: they are free to use their intelligence to discover the signs of God and open their hearts to the missives of His mercy; or, perversely, they may harden their hearts, become blind to God’s signs, deny the Ghaib, reject the Herafter, and create here on earth an illusory paradise for themselves while inflicting a hell on others. Although God grants leeway, He does not look upon the vicissitudes of men and women with indifference. On the contrary, He is a deeply engaged partisan in this cosmic contest because He wants men and women to make the right choices, that thereby they may know Him and worship Him. 
God has equipped and prepared humans to undertake and complete the return journey. Inside himself, every man carries a God-pointing compass to guide him to and keep him on the straight path.​[11]​ Just as the “brass astrolabe is a mirror of the heavens,” Jalaluddin Rumi says, so the “human being …is an astrolabe of God.”​[12]​ At man’s creation, God taught him all the names, knowledge that He withheld even from the exalted angels. In an early rehearsal, before they began their earthly journey, God brought forth the children of Adam and made them bear witness about themselves: and, by their freely given witness, demonstrated their innate capacity to recognize the One God as their Creator and Sovereign Lord.
Men and women are not alone as they enter the earthly domain. God is always near them: We are nearer to him than his jugular vein.​[13]​ God reciprocates: So remember Me and I will remember you. He returns our love: If you love God, follow me, and God will love you and forgive you your sins. He counsels: Fear them not, but fear Me so that I may complete My grace upon you, and that you may be guided. He comforts: When My servants question thee concerning Me – I am near to answer the call of the caller, when he calls to me. In lieu of people who reject His religion, God has said He will bring a people He loves and who love him. He teaches: Be God-fearing, and God will teach you. God supports man on his return journey with His messengers, prophets, and those firmly grounded in knowledge, who educate, exhort, explain, expostulate, debate, dazzle with miracles, or strive to soften human obduracy with the power of the divine word. In the Qur’ān, God has sent down the fairest discourse as a Book, repeating itself consistently in manifold forms, at which shiver the skins of those who fear their Lord; then their skins and their hearts soften to the remembrance of God. We can observe God’s signs all around us in nature and inside ourselves too. God has promised that He will not cease to reveal His signs to men in the horizons and in themselves, until it is clear to them that this is the Truth? At all times, God is testing the souls of men and women, giving some a chance to grow in adversity, and on others bestowing abundance to see if this multiplies their conceit or they give it away, only seeking the face of God. 
Starting with Adam and Eve, the many-colored strands of the God-ward strivings of men and women – drawn from many epochs, many places, and many human types – are woven together into the brilliant tapestry of the Qur’ān, whose endlessly varying patterns, like the infinitely varied calligraphy in which it is written, have no beginning and no terminus. Open the Glorious Qur’ān on any page and there you are likely to discover its core themes repeated or restated with new force, in fresh images, allegories, analogies, exchanges, questions, exhortations or arresting insights. Let your eyes rest on any ayat: it will dazzle you with its intimations from the Unseen world, squelch some newly-conceived spite, start a breeze that inclines you to kindness, or orient you towards your Lord who says, My mercy encompasses all things.​[14]​
The Qur’ān describes the diverse stages and aspects of the cosmic contest for man’s souls in exchanges between God and His many interlocutors, including prophets, men and women, angels, jinn and Ibīlis; in conversations between the angels and prophets; in confrontations between prophets and  errant believers, and prophets and idolaters; in questions asked and answered, counsel given and opposed, guidance offered and rejected, covenants made and broken, lies invented and countered, truths revealed and denied, laws sent down and broken; in narratives and parables, challenges and repartees, appeals and exhortations, similes and analogies, invocations and oaths. In the Qur’ān, we encounter the prophets striving to overcome mans’ obduracy with diverse modes of reasoning, with intimations of divine secrets, with promises of Heaven’s felicity, and warnings of disbelievers burning in Hell. 
Strikingly, God and His prophets do not monopolize the discourse in the Qur’an. God’s last Scripture does not banish self-regarding, self-referential man from its pages: it cannot, because it is the wayward, disbelieving man who needs saving more than any other. Neither does it offer caricatures of the disbelievers: on the contrary, they are creatures of flesh and bones, thinking creatures, skeptical, contentious, sharp sophists, who are quick to challenge the teachings of the prophets.​[15]​ God places disbelieving man at the front and center of the Qur’ānic discourse. In order to save the disbelievers, it is necessary for the Qur’ān to confront man as he is, immersed in his worldly pursuits, defiantly using reason to reject Afterlife and bodily resurrection, convinced that he is a world unto himself, exceeding all bounds, /arrogant, boastful,/ braying like asses, and spreading corruption in the land. The Qur’ān takes defiant, disbelieving man very seriously because it wants to save him. 
In consequence, the Qur’ān opens its world to every manner of disbelieving, defiant, de-centered man, letting him speak freely. In God’s last revelation, the disbelievers enjoy freedom of speech: they have the license to blaspheme against their Creator and to mock His prophets. In nearly every Qur’ānic chapter, we encounter disbelievers, idolaters, hypocrites, doubters, conspirators, and tyrants. They demand miracles; denigrate the prophets, try to drown out their message with derisive scorn, and dismiss their claims about Afterlife; they flaunt their wealth, crow about their power, and dare the prophets to call down God’s punishment in the here and now; they worship false deities, claim that God has sons and daughters, engage in abhorrent practices, spurn charity, exploit the weak, and wage unjust wars. The Qur’ān insists on listening to the disbelievers because it wants to meet their objections blow by blow, to reveal the fallacy in their arguments, to overturn their objections, assuage their doubts, and, above all, to awaken them to new modes of thinking and new ways of reading the signs around them and within themselves. The Qur’ān does not shrink from any opportunity to bring man back to his Creator.
So deep, varied, insistent, weighty and ominous is God’s message to mankind, the Arabic of the Qur’ān strains under its burden. 

If you gathered all the trees on earth
and from each fashioned pens:
and for ink you took the sea, 
replenished by seven more seas, 
even so you would not be done
transcribing the words of God.​[16]​ 

In the words of Frithjof Schuon, it is as if “God, in order to express a thousand truths, had but a dozen words at His command and so was compelled to make use of allusions heavy with meaning, of ellipses, abridgments and symbolical syntheses.”​[17]​ This is what has so puzzled Western readers who have insisted on approaching this ‘veiled text’ on their own terms, deeply warped by centuries of Christian prejudice; they want the Qur’ān to conform to their expectations of what a Scripture should be from their reading of the Torah and the Gospels.​[18]​ Lacking the humility that is requisite to the reading of God’s words, and, often, with hearts hardened by ancient prejudices daily renewed, they turn away from this epiphany because their eyes are unaccustomed to its strange beauty, their ears not tuned to its celestial diapason, and their hearts recoil from the healing touch of its infinite mercy.
For spiritual wayfarers, the Qur’ān encompasses all things in the heavens, on earth, and worlds beyond: We have left nothing out of the Book.​[19]​ It begins with the creation of the heavens, earth and man, sets the stage with God’s question to man – Am I not your Lord? – and man’s reply, Yes, we bear witness. The narrative moves into high gear with man’s disobedience and exile to earth, the event that starts the contest for man’s soul. This contest will end on the Last Day, when the heavens and earth are folded up, when men and women are resurrected and brought before God - when God will have removed from thee thy covering, and so thy sight today is piercing. On the Last Day men and women will be judged for their life on earth, they will be graded, ranked, and assigned their stations of nearness or distance from God; and from these points, they will continue to rise in degrees of nearness to God.​[20]​ Afterlife marks the beginning of a new celestial journey, but this is not the chief focus of the Qur’ān.
At the same time, the Qur’ān is the record of man’s return journey to God. It contains a record of his origin, of his exile from the garden, and of the conditions under which he strives for his return; it speaks to man of the temptations and pitfalls that hinder his return, and all that he must do to resist these temptations and avoid these pitfalls. The Qur’ān is a transcript of man’s encounter with the divine; it brings together the biographies of man of every known type, of prophets and disbelievers, of saints and sinners, of men who fall down on their faces, weeping, when they hear the Qur’ān, and men whose hearts are as hard as rocks, or even harder, of men who bow to God alone, and men who take their passion as a god.​[21]​ The Qur’ān is the history of God’s encounters with man in the setting of the Semitic world; in greater detail, it chronicles the unfolding of the last such encounter, in the environs of Mecca and Medina. It is a Scripture in which We explain Our revelations in various ways: the Qur’ān is its own best exegesis. It is a timeless revelation, yet it manifests itself through the lives of men and women in a particular time and place. It brings messages from the Unseen world: it invites man to see in this world the signs of the Unseen. It speaks of God as such as well as God with all the attributes that bind Him to man and man to Him; and it speaks to man as such, a theomorphic being, who can use his gifts to know and worship God or turning away openly challenge Him. The Qur’ān descended upon Muhammad’s heart over a period of twenty-three years; it was written down and collected in a book so that men and women may read it, recite it, remember its words standing, sitting and lying down, until they can feel God’s words descending upon their heart as if in a fresh revelation: until they can experience the Qur’ān as divine utterances recited in their hearts. 
On a close reading, the Qur’ān reveals unmistakably how serious it is about man’s salvation. This Scripture spares no effort in persuading man of its truth: This is the Book: in it there is nothing that can be doubted.​[22]​ Repeatedly, the Qur’ān urges man to use all his cognitive faculties to recognize the One God, to gain ascendancy over his earthly alter ego, and cultivate the inwardness that will allow him to bear witness to the verities propounded by the Qur’ān. 
Continually, the Qur’ān reminds man of his origin and his dual nature. Man is the pinnacle of creation, God’s spirit breathed into dark clay, and created by God to worship Him; he is endowed with cognitive faculties but also with earthly passions; he can subvert his cognitive faculties to turn himself into a false god or travel on the straight path to gain nearness to God. The Qur’ān asks and teaches man to discern the signs of God in His creation, for He manifests himself in all his creation from the brightest stars to the lowliest gnat; to thank God for life’s blessings, for thankfulness speaks of submission to God’s will; and to remember God at all times, for in His remembrance man recovers his knowledge of all the names. The Qur’ān strives to keep man focused on Afterlife, speaking in haunting images of Heaven and Hell, reminding him that he is being tested at all times during his earthly sojourn, and in the final reckoning he will be held to account for his beliefs and deeds, of which the angels maintain meticulous records. 
In order to attain to equilibrium on earth and felicity in afterlife, however, man is not asked to renounce this world. On the contrary: for if godly men opted out of the affairs of this world, their self-regarding cousins will create a world in which there will be no room for godly men: a world that will stifle the spirit that resides in man, making the spiritual life ever more difficult, ever more improbable. Instead, the Qur’ān demands that men and women undertake the steep ascent – that they undertake the freeing of a slave, or giving food upon a day of hunger to an orphan near of kin or a needy man in misery; then that he become of those who believe and counsel each other to be steadfast, and counsel each other to be merciful.​[23]​ God asks the diverse faith communities to race to do good deeds, to become part of a moral Olympiad, and to compete with each other in doing good, not to win the accolades of earthly judges but so that they may grow in God’s presence. 
The Qur’ān deals with man as he is. Insistently, it contends against man’s skeptical tendencies, using reason to point to the limits of reason, drawing the unbelievers by analogies and parables to unseen realities. In the Qur’ān, Muhammad (s) refuses to satisfy the demands of unbelievers to deliver miracles, pointing out that miracles lie in God’s hands; alternatively, God clarifies, Nothing prevents Us from sending miracles, except the fact that previous peoples denied them.​[24]​ At the same time, the Qur’ān draws attention to its own miracle, to the order and beauty in God’s creation, and the improbable victories granted to small bands of believers over more numerous disbelievers. While it generally employs the cosmology of the age, the Qur’ān also offers insights into the origin and nature of created things. God also reveals His secrets, sometimes directly, but more often in the veiled language of symbols that serve as signposts for the more serious wayfarers.




In the Qur’ān man appears in a variety of capacities: as prophet, messenger, saint; as believer, Jew, Christian, Magian, Sabian; as disbeliever, skeptic,  hypocrite, idolater; as tyrant and oppressed men and women crying out for God’s protection; as slave-owner and slave; as one whose self-regard has made him deaf, dumb and blind; as men whose hearts tremble with awe when God is mentioned.​[27]​ God speaks to all of them.
Directly and indirectly, and at different levels, the contest for the soul of man undergirds nearly all the exchanges in the Qur’ān, whether these exchanges occur between God and the angels, God and Iblis, or God and man. The Qur’ānic exchanges turn their attention to nearly everything in God’s creation, seen and Unseen – from the design and perfection of the heavens to the manner in which cows are put together to produce pure milk, sweet to the drinker.​[28]​ In order that man may win this contest, the Qur’ān harnesses the resources of human language, reasoning, rhetoric, and prosody; it uses analogies from what we know to explain the Unknown; it draws lessons from the history of human arrogance; it borrows images from this life to illustrate the felicity and pain of the Hereafter; it speaks to each interlocutor in a manner suited to his or her capacity and needs. Since the Qur’ān had to speak to audiences that were nearly always hostile to its message – Arab pagans or followers of previous revelations jealous of a new revelation in a new language given to a people without a Scripture – it was forced to respond to their objections, abundantly using reason to bring them into the new faith. 
Without flinching, and repeatedly, the Qur’ān records the objections and taunts to its message and messengers, whether they come from the mushrikīn who associate other divinities with God, the munafiqīn who pretended to accept Islam in order to undermine Islam from within, or the kāfirīn, disbelievers, among Jews and Christians. The Qur’ān meticulously records the objections of its adversaries because it seeks mightily to find pathways into the hearts of its antagonists. We can encounter these exchanges – deep, intense, or intimate, depending on the occasion – on nearly every page of the Qur’ān. In the Qur’ān, even the angels are free to object to God’s plan to create man and place him on earth to be His vicegerent, only to learn that Adam ranks above the angels in knowledge. God also speaks to Iblīs, asking him to explain why he would not bow before Adam. 
In much of its content, the Qur’ānic mode of revelation may be described as dialectical. Unlike Moses, Muhammad did not go up to the mountains to receive the Qur’ān inscribed on tablets, nor was the Qur’ān sent down as a manuscript written out on scrolls or vellum. Instead, God sent down (anzala) portions of the Qur’ān  to Muhammad – communicated to him by the angel Gabriel – over a period of twenty-three years: the first revelation came in 610 when he was alone, on one of his retreats in the mountain cave of Hira outside Mecca; he received the last ayaat shortly before his death in 632. Step by step He has sent the Scripture down to you with the truth, confirming what went before.​[29]​ This was contrary to the notions the Meccan pagan had about a revealed book: and they ask, Why was the Qur’an not sent down to him all at once? God answers, We sent it in this way to strengthen your heart [Prophet]; We give it to you in gradual revelation. 
Often but not always, the Qur’ān comments upon specific events as they unfolded, giving instructions on how Muhammad should respond to them, or after the fact drew lessons from these events; they contained God’s response to disbelievers and idolaters, answering their questions, boasts, and the mockery they made of the new faith and the blessed Messenger; they comforted Muhammad, guided and counseled him, and, on a few occasions, corrected him; or they answered questions and concerns brought to the blessed Messenger by Muslims. In recognition of the Qur’ān’s dialectical character, the early Muslims developed a genre of writing describing the ‘occasions of revelation’ (asbāb al-nuzūl) for each ayat: frequently, these were indispensable aids to the understanding of parts of the Qur’ān.
God and men – in all their forms – are constantly in conversation in the pages of the Qur’ān. Nearly always, moreover, these conversations are reported directly, so that we can listen in to the conversations that take place between the prophets and disbelievers: how the latter challenged the former with questions, how they demanded proofs, signs, and miracles. Equally, we can hear the prophets in conversation with God or His angels. Finally, we gain access to the direct speech of God, as He answers the disbeliever’s questions, confronts them with His questions, demands that they provide proofs for their beliefs and their rejection of the revelations, urges them to observe, think, ponder, and reason: in short, God endlessly confronts the disbelievers with His own questions and demands. As a result, the Qur’ān contains a most extraordinary variety of arguments: including questions, parable, analogies, syllogisms, contrasts, comparisons, conditional, probabilistic and disjunctive arguments. In order to persuade – as if to compensate for God’s refusal to deliver miracles to the polytheists and disbelievers of Arabia – the Quran offers a nearly endless array of dazzling insights into the physical world, society, and human nature, and intimations regarding the secrets of the Unseen.
This device serves many uses. As a result of its dialectical approach, the Qur’ān maintains its immediacy, its freshness for readers in all times. In some ways, this abolishes the distance between the time and place of the reader and the Qur’ānic revelations. It transports the reader to the streets and Mecca and Medina; to witness the revelation unfolding, as if in real time; to hear the voices of men and women in Mecca and Medina; bear witness to history taking shape in the lands around Mecca and Medina. Above all, the reader can hear God speaking to man in a hundred different voices, in a hundred different circumstances. In other words, the Qur’ān seeks to incorporate its readers into its revelation: and by so doing to recreate some of the force of its impact on the men and women who actually were part of the revelations as they unfolded.
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